The key factors when deciding upon a topic to study are that it is interesting and important to the individual or group concerned and that it is feasible to study it in a primary care practice/clinic. Most research questions that are relevant to primary dental care are likely to be clinical.
Introduction to the series
In the United Kingdom and many other developed countries, the importance of evidenceinformed clinical practice is well established. Such evidence comes from research. If the research is clinical, as opposed to laboratorybased, it should ideally take place in the clinics where the care is provided, rather than in other locations where the outcomes may well not be the same. Because over 90% of oral healthcare is provided in a primary dental care setting, it is logical that much research should take place in this sector. Although the vast majority of oral research has hitherto taken place in universities and laboratories, there appears to be increasing interest in collaborative research in primary care. 1 A survey of general dental practitioners (GDPs) in 2005 2 found that, although they appreciated the importance of research for providing evidence to improve patients' care, only a small percentage had been involved in research. Nevertheless, the majority were interested in taking part and just under half thought that research in primary care should be performed by those working in this area.
Since 2005, an increasing number of dentists working in primary dental care have been taking Master's degrees and some dental care professionals (DCPs) have been taking either Master's or Bachelor's degrees. A few are studying for part-time PhDs. Because Master's degrees invariably include a research project and Bachelor's degrees include research modules, there is an increasing interest and involvement in research in primary dental care.
Against this background, a series of papers addressing the stages in a research project has been produced to help anyone who wishes to carry out oral research to gain a basic understanding of what is involved. The series provides an overview of the different stages in a research project and the relevance of research to primary dental care. It introduces readers to the basic principles of research methodology but does not provide an in-depth review of all aspects of research.
Stages in a research project 1 
Intervention.
Comparison (optional, include if relevant).
Outcome.
The following describes these in greater detail: • MEDLINE ® is the key to obtaining all (post-1950) references to journal articles.
• The Index to Dental Literature (IDL) has been the hard copy equivalent to MEDLINE for searching dental references prior to 1950. It is now no longer published.
• The Internet, specifically the web, is an essential tool for research.
Healthcare and dental libraries and online sources are all useful. However, the most useful resource is undoubtedly the MEDLINE database which, over the last 20 years, has become the most widely used resource for rapid literature reviews.
Journals
Journals are vital for keeping up to date in dentistry 4 and for disseminating research findings quickly and efficiently to the scientific community. They include the following.
• Primary Dental Care, the journal of the Faculty of General Dental Practice (UK). Its main role is to publish practice-based research but it also includes review articles, case reports, and reports of important meetings and conferences.
• Specialty journals, such as the International Endodontic Journal or Journal of Orthodontics, cover clinical and research aspects of various dental specialties.
• • National dental journals, such as the Journal of the American Dental Association or British Dental Journal, include clinical research, case reports and news items.
• Most journals occasionally publish 'review articles' which are a brief history or condensed reviews of a particular subject. • Recently, a number of peer-reviewed journals have started to publish papers online as soon as they have been accepted, prior to their appearance in hard copy. Some new journals publish solely online. Both types enable new knowledge to be disseminated more rapidly than traditional paper-only journals.
Books, monographs, official and statistical publications
Because books and monographs have a longer lead-in time to publication than journals, they may not be as up to date but they can provide an introduction, general overview or historical perspective. In addition to textbooks on specific subjects, research methodology, statistical techniques and planning, there are reference texts such as Clinical Periodontology and Implant Dentistry. 6 Such reference texts review all the published papers within the subject. Three excellent books for novice researchers are:
• How to Read a Scientific Paper, 7 • Critical Thinking: Understanding and Evaluating Dental Research, 8 which explains how to understand and evaluate dental research and also has an excellent chapter on searching the dental literature.
• 
Indexes and abstracts
Indexes and abstracts enable dental practitioners and researchers to identify relevant journal articles from the plethora of published articles and are, therefore, almost as important as the journals themselves.
• The Index to Dental Literature (IDL), the main printed index for dentistry until the very end of the 20th century, is no longer published.
It was published quarterly and cumulated annually, and also listed dissertations, theses and new book titles.
• Index Medicus, was published monthly and • Has an impressive book stock.
• Loans books by post to members.
• Has recently started to acquire e-books available for BDA members to access via the web.
• Has a range of DVDs on dental subjects.
• Offers a free MEDLINE searching service.
• Can provide photocopies of journal articles (subject to provisions of the Copyright Act 1988).
• Has an online library catalogue (www.bda. Any large public library can often obtain virtually any literature for non-medical/dental subjects from the British Library as an 'interlibrary loan' request. 15, 16 Stage 3. Refining the Initial Idea into a Research Question
